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Abstract

This paper examines the lives and legends of two of the most iconic women
of the Old West, Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane. The focus of this study is not
biography, however, rather a look at how they fit into the classic myth of the West,
as envisioned by Henry Nash Smith. A review of the major literature on all three
topics is followed by biographical information on both women, including the
evolution of their legend. The final section of the paper analyzes how Oakley and
Calamity Jane fit into and embody various aspects of the myth, Oakley representing
the Garden of the World, while Calamity Jane is the Desert.
This study opens the way for future work in gender in the West that
examines the way some women challenged the existing power structure and male
domination in the West.
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Introduction
Among the horsehair lassoes and Remington sculptures and Gene Autry songs is a part
of our national identity. Tails of Wild West men and women from Kit Carson to Wild
Bill Hickok to Calamity Jane to Annie Oakley are woven into the dreams of our youths
and the standards we aim to live by in our adult lives. Ideals of courageous and selfreliant heroes, both men and women, are the stuff of Western lore.
It all comes back as you browse through this exhibit. The difference between right
wrong seems as clear as the white hats that the cowboys in Hollywood pictures always
wore so you’d know right from the beginning who was the good guy. Integrity,
morality, and democratic values are the resounding themes.
-Ronald Reagan, 19831

When Reagan spoke to those gathered to celebrate the opening of the
“American Cowboy Exhibit” at the Library of Congress on March 24, 1983, he was
tapping into the myth of the American West; he knew those listening would
understand it on an emotional level. While he may have chosen some interesting
figures to hold up as examples-Wild Bill Hickok was a cold-blooded killer and
inveterate gambler, Calamity Jane was an alcoholic transvestite, Annie Oakley never
saw the real West-only Buffalo Bill’s version of it, and Kit Carson is universally hated
by the Navajo people-courtesy of his involvement with the Long Walk-he knew his
words would strike a deep and resonating chord within the collective folk memory

1

"Western Hero Frame." American Studies @ The University of Virginia. N.p., n.d.

Web. 5 Feb. 2011. <http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ug
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of the American public, because he was invoking the mythology and symbolism
inherent in how America understands the West.2
The myth of the West is full of enduring fables, stories that explore the
relationship between myth and reality in a mostly fictional, imaginary world that
each generation reinvents to suit their needs. Why are these mythical stories so
enduring and seemingly so important to Americans? They give us personal,
immediate insight into who we are, what we believe, how we think, and where we
want to go in the future.3 The symbol and myth that Henry Nash Smith first
postulated has stood the test of time for precisely the same reason: it has room for
changing political and social situations that America has experienced.
This paper will examine how two particular individuals, Annie Oakley and
Calamity Jane, fit into the broader idea of the myth of the West. The basic question
at the heart of this idea is: How have Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane been
reinterpreted since the 1870s to suit the current, twenty-first century vision of the
myth of the West? Although the interpretation of their legend has changed over
time, the fact that they each embody a basic part of the myth of the West has not
changed. Annie Oakley embodies and represents the master symbol of the myth of
the Garden, while Calamity Jane represents the myth of the Desert, according to
2

David Hamilton Murdoch, The American West: The Invention of a Myth [Reno: University of
Nevada Press, 2001] 2.

3

John A. Murray, Mythmakers of the West: Shaping America's Imagination [Flagstaff, Ariz.:
Northland Publishers, 2001] vi.
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Henry Nash Smith’s concept of the mythical West. Both women have numerous
biographies that examine their historical life and trace the evolution of their legend,
but a strong connection with the idea of how they represent the myth of the West
has not been attempted in any substantial way. Fairly recent, serious academic
studies of each woman are now available which also examine the way their legend
has developed during and since their lifetimes, through various media, including
newspaper articles, fiction, non-fiction, and film. The missing piece for these two
iconic, but often confused, Western figures is the way that they fit into the larger
mythology of the West and the Frontier.
After examining their legend and mythology in relation to their historical life,
this paper will look at the evolution of their myth through the medium of cinema.
Film is one of the most effective vehicles for promoting many of the foundation
myths of the American West because it can powerfully transports audiences to an
alternative world. In this world of part truth and part fiction, the audience is
completely engulfed in a self-contained illusion of sight and sound. The western
genre, in particular, is a retrospective celebration of the Old Frontier, with largerthan-life themes of good versus evil and heroes, villains, and anti-heroes. Themes
include the coming of law to the West so that civilization can prevail; yet nature
reigns supreme. This genre of film is the single most popular ever produced by
Hollywood; estimates vary, but totals may be as high as 7,000+ Westerns made
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since the first true narrative Western, The Great Train Robbery in 1903.4 John Ford
alone directed fifty-four of these Western films.5
These vivid cinematic images create an alternative, attainable, attractive, and
entertaining form of historical reality for the mass public who is unlikely to be
influenced much by historians out to debunk myths and fables of the West. Movie
directors fashion different ways to present and polish the mythology of the West
and audiences revel in the comfort of these them; comfort in the fact that there is a
place out there where heroes still live and breathe. The films featuring Annie Oakley
and Calamity Jane, like the events of their lives, present us with two sides of the
same master myth of the American West: the Garden and the Desert. These two
Western heroines represent and embody these facets of the myth, as well as the
conflict inherent in both.

4
5

Murdoch, The American West, 10.
Murray, Mythmakers, 49.
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Literature Review

Annie Oakley

Today nearly everyone recognizes the name Annie Oakley and can vaguely
place her somewhere in western history, but few know more than that. Many
people confuse her with other western female characters such as Calamity Jane or
link them together, although the two probably never met. Much of this confusion
stems from the many changes American women faced after Annie’s time. Annie’s
place in western mythology has changed as Americans altered their view of
women’s place in society. The available literature and filmography on Annie Oakley
is certainly not overwhelming, but varies widely in quality and veracity, often
reflecting as much about the time period it was written as actual events in Annie’s
life.
Women gained the vote in 1920 through the 19th Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution and Annie’s first biography appeared in 1927, only one year after her
death. Courtney Riley Cooper’s Annie Oakley: Woman at Arms presented a fairly
authentic Annie Oakley and emphasized her benevolence, her hard-working
character, and her high achievement. Cooper’s work is an interesting mix of
biography and fictionalized dialogue, purportedly based on Annie’s unfinished
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biography and a large collection of letters found after her death.6 Annie proved a
perfect role model for this generation of women in the late 1920’s who were
experiencing progress in politics, reform, and careers, even though she herself was
definitely not a suffragette. Older women saw her as the epitome of achievement
and benevolence; younger women saw her as a case study of a woman who had
successfully combined career and marriage. She was the success story for women of
the late 1920’s.
The 1930’s were not kind to the strong, successful, yet demure version of
Annie Oakley. The first film adaptation of her life (which borrowed heavily from
Cooper’s biography) appeared in 1935, starring Barbara Stanwyck. Women in
1930’s film often dressed as flappers and wore makeup, and as one contemporary
teen said, “These modern pictures give me a feeling to imitate their ways.”7 Annie
was simply too stodgy to be a popular role model to these young women. Because
of the Dust Bowl of the 30’s, which came to symbolize the West for many people, the
heroic American West lost much of its appeal. Thus the 1935 film retold Annie’s
story in a way that suited the times: it focused on the initial shooting match
between Annie and Frank Butler (Toby Walker for the film) and their subsequent
love affair. Annie throws the match because she is so infatuated with Toby (“he’s
just so pretty”), and Sitting Bull ultimately plays matchmaker and reunites them at
the end of the film. The film avoids the issue of a childless career woman whose
6

Courtney Cooper, Annie Oakley, Woman at Arms [New York: Konecky&Konecky,
1927] 3-6.
7

Glenda Riley, The Life and Legacy of Annie Oakley [Red River Books ed. Norman, Okla.: Red
River Books, 2002]209.
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husband takes a backseat to his wife’s talent. The Toby Walker (Frank Butler)
character in the film is a driven competitor who only begins to take a back seat to
Annie after he begins to have problems with his eyesight. In a return to the “cult of
domesticity”, the 1930’s deified motherhood and assigned men the breadwinner
role. Women in western film were characterized as “good”, including the
schoolmarm, or “bad”, including the prostitute, the femme fatale, and the vamp.
During the World War II era, Annie’s legend almost disappeared. National
attention was on the war effort and Rosie the Riveter caused women to rethink
employment outside the home. Annie, who had championed women as workers and
participators in World War I, would have approved. Books, radio programs, and
film emphasized the war rather than western heroes. One of the few recognitions of
Annie during this time was the naming of a Liberty cargo ship after her, but this
focused more on her patriotic value and experience with firearms than her value as
a woman or a westerner.8 After the war, women lost their fleeting recognition as
men returned from the war and took their jobs back, but the American West was
gaining increased recognition and importance. Would Annie’s reviving legend play
to the prevailing beliefs regarding women or to those regarding the West? Her
niece, Annie Fern Swartwout portrayed her aunt with more attention to her
humanity than her western legend in her 1947 biography, Missie: An Historical
Biography of Annie Oakley. She describes her aunt as “a rare genius who had
generated a new atmosphere that seemed impossible.”9 Her book gets muddles in

8

Riley,213.

9

Annie Fern Swartwout, Missie: The Life and Times of Annie Oakley [Blanchester: The Brown
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its chronology and revises some events to match Swartwout’s sense of propriety,
relying on Annie’s autobiography as the major source. In May 1946, Ethel Merman
opened as Annie in Roger and Hammerstein’s Annie Get Your Gun on Broadway,
which also played up the woman aspect more than the western. This was a time
when many Americans were in the throes of the back-to-the-home movement, so it
is no surprise that Merman played Annie as a giggly, girlish figure dressed in a
short-sleeved, knee length buckskin dress who looked more like Peter Pan than
Annie Oakley.10 Later in the play, she appears in a glamorous ballgown. The real
Annie always wore simple dresses. However inaccurate, the musical brought back
Annie Oakley, although in a glamorous, feminine form. Stewart H. Holbrook’s 1948
Annie Oakley and Other Rugged People actually credited Annie Get Your Gun with
bring Annie Oakley back to popularity.11
The ambivalence concerning women in the 1950’s caused further
modification to the legend of Annie Oakley. On one hand, the ideal woman of the
50’s was a hostess, wife, mother, volunteer, and home manager. Doris Day, I Love
Lucy, and Father Knows Best portrayed women as innocent homebodies, yet in
reality women were leaving home by the thousands for paid employment. Walter
Havighurst’s 1954 Annie Oakley of the Wild West was a fictionalized but reasonably
accurate account of her life, portraying her as a feminine yet strong woman who

Publishing Company, 1947] vii.
10
11

Riley, Life and Legacy, 215.

Stewart Hall Holbrook, Little Annie Oakley & Other Rugged People [New York: Macmillan
Co., 1948] need p.
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successfully overcame hardships. Even more so than Swartwout’s biography,
Holbrook’s reads like a novel, full of completely imagined dialogues between
characters. He emphasized that Annie worked hard, always held to her principles,
and was successful in both her career and her marriage: “Frank Butler had made her
over. She reached out to his big-knuckled hands, ‘You know, Jimmy, you really
reared me. You brought me up’”.12 Western films of the era portrayed women as
mainly sidekicks for men. Even when major stars such as Joan Crawford and
Barbara Stanwyck played tough women who controlled their own lives, their main
goal was finding a man. Annie Get Your Gun was made into a film in 1950 since it
seemed to fit the type of film in which a woman could have a successful career and
still land a man. Betty Hutton and Howard Keel starred in this Technicolor fantasy of
Annie’s life, which again had her throwing the match between Annie and Frank
Butler (he got to use his real name this time) because “you can’t get a man with a
gun.” The 1950’s also saw a children’s version of Annie Oakley in Annie Oakley and
Tagg, in which Gail Davis portrayed Annie as a pretty, domestic yet strong-minded
adventurer. Books and comics that resulted from this television series also carried a
double-sided message of female innocence versus manly strength. This juvenile
literature, however, gave children a more authentic view of Annie than their parents
were getting. Ellen Wilson’s 1958 Annie Oakley: Little Sure Shot gave children a
mostly accurate vision of Annie’s early life in historical novel form. At least children

12

Walter Havighurst, Annie Oakley of the Wild West [Edison, N.J.: Castle Books, 2003]230.
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knew that Annie won the shooting match with Frank Butler, after which he gave her
tickets to his show.13
As the children of the 50’s grew up and became involved in the conflicts and
confusion of the 60’s many people gradually turned away from the traditional views
of femininity and allowed women to demonstrate nondomestic skills and
achievements. In 1961, Charles P. Graves wrote a book for children, Annie Oakley:
The Shooting Star, which portrayed Annie as a role model worth emulating. In
October 1964, the annual Annie Oakley Trapshoot began in Pinehurst, North
Carolina, which recognized Annie as an athlete more than a show business
celebrity.14 Broadway and Hollywood lagged behind this version of Annie, however,
with revivals of the musical that portrayed Annie as a fanciful western image rather
than the genuine article.
The feminists of the 1970’s began to demand fuller, more complex female
characters, especially from Westerns. Scholars rejected Frederick Jackson Turner’s
1893 frontier thesis description of western settlers as only men and came to
recognize the contribution of women. Robert Altman attempted to debunk the
hero-worshipping Westerns with his 1976 film, Buffalo Bill and the Indians; or,
Sitting Bull’s History Lesson which has Annie Oakley accidentally shoot Frank Butler
through the shoulder at close range just as a female troupe member informs him

13

Ellen Wilson, Annie Oakley: Little Sure Shot [1958. Reprint, Indianapolis: The BobbsMerrill Company, Inc., 1962]179-181.

14

Riley, Life and Legacy, 222.
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that she’s carrying his child.15 Westerns in general reached a low point of
disillusionment during this time, but later seemed to regroup and produce more
balanced views of the West, including strong, capable, and complex women. Jane
Fonda’s Comes a Horseman and Conchata Ferrell’s Heartland were examples of
strong women who met challenges with bravery and stamina. Isabelle S. Sayers
presented the real Annie Oakley in a well-researched and factual pamphlet, The Rifle
Queen: Annie Oakley and Clifford Lindsey Alderman first presents Annie as a true
product of her era in Annie Oakley and the World of Her Time. He is the first
biographer to link her successful life and career to the nation’s fascination with
westward expansion and prosperity:
“When Annie Oakley was born in 1860, westward expansion was in progress.
The pioneers who made their way to the Far West represented the true spirit of
enterprise that made America great…This was the world of Annie Oakley…Annie’s
life both reflected and was a reflection of the changing American scene.”16
Annie began to attract increasing attention in the 1980’s and her legend
gained more authenticity. Americans of the 80’s could admire a career oriented
woman who had no children and could at last respect a man who put aside his own
career to support and manage his wife’s. One hundred years after she began her
career, Annie and Frank finally fit American’s expectations and could be celebrated
for who they really were. Isabelle S. Sayers presented a woman of courage and

15

Ibid, 224.
Clifford Lindsey Alderman, Annie Oakley and the World of Her Time [New York:
Macmillan, 1979] 83.
16
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conviction in Annie Oakley and Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, a book containing wellresearched, accurate text and over 100 illustrations. This slim volume is a rather
bare recitation of the facts of her life and includes many photographs and events not
written of in larger biographies. In 1985, Jamie Lee Curtis portrayed Annie in a onehour television show that was accurate and fully developed. True West magazine
gave a contemporary view of Annie in 1989 with the article, “Annie Oakley: An
Enduring Western Legend” by R. Douglas Hurt. He said that although Annie was not
born in the West, she showed the world “a glimpse of American life as it once was”.17
Although the genuine Annie had gained recognition in the 1980’s the Annie
of the mythical West was still very much in evidence during the late 80’s and1990’s.
Justin Boots and Guns & Ammo used her legend to sell their products. Children’s
literature called her one of America’s true-life folk heroes and even produced a book
of paper dolls of Annie Oakley and Buffalo Bill. The 90’s saw the publication of the
two most scholarly biographies of Annie Oakley to date. Shirl Kasper, a journalist,
provides a well-researched, academic account that began as her graduate thesis. Her
1992 Annie Oakley is dedicated to little girls who grew up in the 1950’s and looked
to Gail Davis’ portrayal of Annie Oakley for television for a heroine. Her biography is
an unashamed attempt to mix fact with feeling.18 Glenda Riley’s 1994 The Life and
Legacy of Annie Oakley provides a commentary on gender roles in the late 19th/early
20th century as well as a smoothly written story of Annie’s life:

“ …Annie Oakley

represented certain virtues and characteristics that many Americans valued yet
17
18

Riley, Life and Legacy, 225.

Shirl Kasper, Annie Oakley [Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992] xi.
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feared losing: hard work, simplicity, modesty, friendliness, femininity, frugality,
ambition, the ability to succeed, and a love for animals and nature.”19
Annie’s true legacy remains controversial, but it is apparent she was a
woman of success and substance. She had an enormous effect on the books, articles,
plays, musicals, films, and products of the twentieth century that continues through
the early twenty-first century. Annie Oakley exemplified the many contradictions of
the West: she excelled in a man’s sport yet never lost her feminine appeal.

Calamity Jane
The literature on Calamity Jane, aside from a multitude of newspaper articles and
quite a few dime novels, begins with the publication of her autobiography, Life and
Adventures of Calamity Jane by Herself, in 1896. She was nationally famous during
her lifetime and capitalized on this fame during a tour with the Kohl and Middleton
dime museums by selling photographs of herself and a booklet that she had
narrated (she was illiterate) after her performances. Her autobiographical account
is noteworthy for how closely it follows the historical record rather than the many
exaggerations of her life. She attempts to explain her fame:
“My arrival in Deadwood after an absence so many years created quite an
excitement among my many friends of the past, to such an extent that a vast number
of citizens who had come to Deadwood during my absence who had heard so much

19

Riley, Life and Legacy, 231.
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of Calamity Jane and her many adventures in former years were anxious to see me.
Among the many whom I met were several gentlemen from eastern cities, who
advised me to allow myself to be placed before the public in a such a manner as to
give the people of the eastern cities an opportunity of seeing the Woman Scout who
was made so famous through her daring career in the west and Black Hill
countries.”20
Although she did exaggerate about some of her adventures, it was certainly not to
the extent of the dime novels published during her life.
During the next two decades published accounts of her life varied greatly and
were mostly filled with wildly exaggerated tales that added to her western heroine
status, and specifically built the legend of her close relationship with Wild Bill
Hickok. By the 1920s Americans were beginning to look back on the frontier period
with a sense of nostalgia and were ready to embrace western heroes, both in print
and on the screen. The first nationally distributed film to feature a relationship
between Wild Bill and Calamity Jane was Wild Bill Hickok (Paramount, 1923)
starring William S. Hart and Ethel Grey Terry. No copy of this film exists, but the
script shows that their relationship was central to the plot.21 The first full-length
biography appeared in 1927. Duncan Aikman’s Calamity Jane and the Lady Wildcats
was primarily a debunk of the many myths, yet still managed to relate quite a bit of
20

Marthy Cannary Burke, Life and Adventures of Calamity Jane [Fairfield, Wash.: Ye Galleon
Press, 1979]12.

21

James D. McLaird, Calamity Jane: The Woman and the Legend[Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2005]223-224.
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historically inaccurate information. Although he emphasized that there was
absolutely no romantic relationship between Jane and Hickok: “I find no evidence
however, that Mr. Hickok’s attitude was more than one of genial tolerance”22, he
nevertheless mistakenly places her death on “the 27th anniversary of Mr. McCall’s
stupendous play for fame in the annals of homicide.”23 He emphasizes throughout
that Calamity Jane suffered from unrequited love for Hickok. This popular biography
helped catapult Calamity Jane to fame as one of the West’s legendary figures.24
Throughout the 1930s biographers of Wild Bill tried valiantly to suppress
rumors of a romance between the two but the budding film industry could not let it
go. The Plainsman (Paramount, 1937), starring Gary Cooper and Jean Arthur,
explores the romance between the two, although it comes to naught because Wild
Bill is assassinated. Calamity Jane throws herself across his body, weeping.25
Writers throughout the late 30s and 40s continued to exaggerate her adventures
without concern for historical accuracy, portraying her as a woman ahead of her
time. Film and radio were, likewise, unconcerned with veracity, and proved that the
character of Calamity Jane could be adapted to suit any situation, even juvenile
programs and fiction. She becomes the comic sidekick of Wild Bill in Young Bill

22

Duncan Aikman, Calamity Jane and the Lady Wildcats[1927. Reprint, Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1987]87.

Ibid, 125.
McLaird, Calamity Jane: The Woman and the Legend, 228.
25 Ibid, 230.
23
24
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Hickok (Republic, 1940), helping him to defeat evildoers trying to separate
California from the Union and serves as a bridesmaid at his wedding. 26
1941 brought an entirely new aspect to the Calamity Jane story. Jean Hickok
McCormick of Billings, Montana, announced that she was the daughter of Calamity
Jane and Wild Bill Hickok on the CBS radio program “We the People”. She produced
a diary and various letters to support her claim that were supposedly entrusted to a
Captain James O’Neill to give to her daughter, Janey. The diary is in the form of
letters to Janey and claims that she and Hickok were legally married:
“I met James Butler Hickok in 1870 near Abilene Kansas…he was quite sick I
nursed him several days and then while on the trip to Abilene we met Rev Sipes and
Rev Warren and were married there …You were not a woods colt Janey dont let any
of these pusgutted blatherskites ever get by with that lie.”27
The diary and letters were later proved fraudulent.
As the fiftieth anniversary of her death neared, the controversy over whether
or not she should be considered a true Western hero still raged. Into this
controversy the film industry inserted the musical Calamity Jane (Warner, 1953)
starring Doris Day and Howard Keel (as wild Bill) in a wonderfully romantic
relationship.28 This Calamity Jane is whitewashed of her worst sins, including her

Ibid, 233.
Copies of Calamity Jane's Diary and Letters [Unknown: Treasures of the West
Exhibit, 1951] Sep. 1880 entry.
28 McLaird, 235.
26
27
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alcoholism, since she only drinks sarsaparilla, curses without true profanity and is
transformed into a beautiful, feminine woman by the end of the film.
By the mid-1950s, no one had yet produced a scholarly, satisfactory fulllength biography of Calamity Jane. The fraudulent McCormick papers demanded
academic attention since biographers were producing works based on the supposed
veracity of them. The two most respected biographies written during this time were
by South Dakota historian J. Leonard Jennewein, Calamity Jane of the Western Trails
(1953) and Montana State University graduate student, Roberta Beed Sollid’s
Calamity Jane: A Study in Historical Criticism (1958). Jennewein’s main academic
contribution centered on correcting her oft-mistaken death date:
“The date on her tombstone is correct. Very little research, even of an
elementary nature, has been applied to much of the writing about Calamity. Writers
have accepted the word of previous authors without checking the original
sources…popular writers postponed it one day so it coincided with Hickok’s….even
serious writers apparently went right along with the idea.”29
Roberta Sollid’s graduate thesis, later published as Calamity Jane: A Study in
Historical Criticism (1958), began as a direct attack on the romanticism surrounding
Calamity Jane. Her intent was to locate contemporary newspaper articles and
documents to compare with the fifty people she interviewed about their personal
experience with Jane. She finds the work more difficult than she anticipated: “No
29

John Leonard Jennewein, Calamity Jane of the Western Trails [4th ed. Rapid City, S.D.:
Dakota West Books, 1991]6-7.

- 18 -

career is so elusive to the historian as that of a loose woman. Calamity Jane was that
sort of woman, and known details about her life are hard to find.”30 Her main finding
was that although Calamity Jane was known for her charitable acts, “These qualities
were evident only in the minor events of her life. They gave way steadily to the
dominant forces of drunkenness, whoring and violence. It is for the reader to judge
whether the mild qualities should outweigh the more dominant ones.”31 These two
mid-century biographies show a significant shift toward careful research and critical
analysis of the Calamity Jane story and scholars throughout the rest of the 1950s
and 1960s were strongly influenced by these two biographies.
In the 1970s and 1980s, as the field of women’s history was starting to gain
ground, scholars focused less on unique women such as Calamity Jane and studied
typical western women, instead. Soiled doves such as Jane simply differed too much
from the lives of most pioneer women. A crusade to de-glamorize Jane was evident
more in biographies about Wild Bill as these writers tried to distance him from
association with such an uncouth character. The film industry chimed in with films
such as This is the West That Was (1974), starring Kim Darby as Calamity Jane, who
is more an inventor of tall tales than an actual western hero.32 Because academic
historians were not willing to write about her, mass circulation western magazines
picked up the continuation of the Calamity Jane legend for a new generation. True
Frontier and Golden West magazines published articles such as “Calamity Jane, The
30

Roberta Beed Sollid, Calamity Jane: A Study in Historical Criticism[1958. Reprint, Helena:
Montana Historical Society Press, 1995] xvii.

31

Ibid, 124.
McLaird, 257.

32
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Heroine of the Plains” and “The Lady Was a Cavalryman!” which invented new
myths about Jane.33 These new stories found their way into much of the popular
writing about the West during this time period.
The 1990s began by portraying Calamity Jane and western figures in general
as somewhat less than heroic. Larry McMurtry’s Buffalo Girls (1990) has a sad,
elderly Jane wandering through the West with two old trappers. He repeats many of
the old myths about her including her time as a scout for various generals, rider for
the pony express, and Wild Bill’s romantic interest.34 The television film version of
his novel, Buffalo Girls (1995), stays mostly true to McMurtry’s dank vision of
Calamity Jane but ignore his conclusion that she could not have children, instead
showing she and Hickok as the parents of a daughter by the end of the film.
Writers began to portray her as an early feminist, especially in
children and young adult literature. Doris Faber’s biography written for young
people highlights her refusal to accept the narrowly defined role for women: “-any
independent-minded female who disregarded rules about proper ladylike behavior
could find herself being referred to as another Calamity Jane.”35 She presents the
rather sophisticated concept that Calamity Jane’s legend was based more on
storytelling and dime novels than historical accuracy.
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The definitive and most recent biography of Calamity Jane is James D.
McLaird’s Calamity Jane, The Woman and the Legend (2005), an exhaustive account
of her life based on hundreds of contemporary newspaper accounts held up
alongside the multitude of myths and legends. It treats Jane truthfully, yet with an
overall gentle hand that leaves the reader still able to enjoy the unique woman that
Calamity Jane was. Historian Richard Etulain weighed in with two articles,
appearing in essay collections, which examine the woman behind the myth. He
ascertains that she was simply a “gritty pioneer endeavoring to hold on to her
reputation as a woman who defined and lived in a sphere of her own making.”36 In
another article, he traces the development of the legend of Calamity Jane. The latest
work on Calamity Jane is the HBO series Deadwood, a gritty, realistic portrayal of
Deadwood during the 1877 gold rush. Calamity Jane, portrayed by Robin Weigert, is
a rough, profane, yet angelic figure who dotes upon Wild Bill.
How did such a plain, uneducated woman with no great talent become such a
mythic legend of the West? Contemporaries were bewildered by her popularity both
in her lifetime and after her death. Scholars continue to try to downplay her legend,
but she continues in popular culture, as a truly mythic hero of the West, unabated.
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The Myth of the West
The body of literature written about the myth of the American West is
enormous and a full accounting of it is well beyond the scope of this paper. I will
instead focus on a smaller, more manageable set, including a few classics and a few
lesser-known works that nevertheless have some fresh perspectives on the topic of
mythmaking.
The logical place to start when discussing the evolution of the myth of the
American West is with Frederick Jackson Turner. In Chicago in 1893, Frederick
Jackson Turner gave his paper, “The Significance of the Frontier in American
History”, to a less than significant audience. Most people were across the street
watching Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World where
Miss Annie Oakley, the Peerless Lady Wing-shot37, was thrilling record crowds with
her extraordinary shooting skills. The gist of Turner’s Frontier Thesis was that the
West was the most important section in America because of the attitudes and
institutions produced by the frontier. The encouragement of democracy in the West
was more significant than the European heritage in shaping American institutions.38
He proclaimed the closing of the frontier:
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“Movement has been its dominant fact, and, unless this training has no effect
upon a people, the American energy will continually demand a wider field for its
exercise. But never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves.”39
Ironically, as Turner hypothesized that the frontier was closing, Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West was opening it to a new generation of Americans. Turner stated that the
frontier was the boundary between savagery and civilization. This thesis became
the basis for scholarly study of the West, and by extension, the myth of the West.
A half-century later, Ray Allen Billington’s classic text, Western Expansion: A
History of the American Frontier (1949) begins to explore the idea of a mythic,
imaginary West that is a vital part of post-revolutionary America’s utopian dream.
He refers to the West as timeless and boundless, a pristine wilderness where
frontier settlers are the harbingers of civilization. Henry Nash Smith published the
first modern academic look at what comprised the myth of the West. He divides the
idea of the myth into sections that correspond to the different time periods of
western development. The myth of the Passage to India explains the search for a
Northwest Passage, which helped motivate further exploration of the west. His
theory of the Sons of Leatherstocking explains the development of the idea of the
frontier hero through literature, beginning with James Fenimore Cooper’s The
Leatherstocking Tales and continuing through dime novels and Wild West shows.
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His idea of the Garden of the World embodies the partial truth that a yeoman ideal
of an agricultural economy based on free labor had a greater appeal for voters than
the reality of a Southern slave labor system. He develops this further by contrasting
the Garden and the Desert and the idea the “rain follows the plow”, a cause-andeffect hypothesis for the economic and social pressures toward settlement of the
plains. His Myth of the Garden plays directly into Turner’s thesis and gives it power:
“History cannot happen….without images which simultaneously express
collective desires and impose coherence on the infinitely numerous and infinitely
varied data of experience.”40
Gerald Nash’s 1991 Creating the West: Historical Interpretations 1890-1990
builds on the ideas and theories laid out in Virgin Land, giving each of Smith’s
particular sections of the myth more of a timetable. His major contribution is the
extension of the development of the myth into the second half of the twentieth
century. The 1960s racial and ethnic tensions influenced interpretations of the West
as a profoundly disturbing and negative aspect of the nation’s past and the entire
period of 1945-1990 tended to see the West as a shameful record of exploitation
and oppression with characteristics of greed, selfishness, cruelty, and violence at the
forefront.
Kent Ladd Steckmesser’s 1965 The Western Hero in History and Legend is a
good early example of this kind of interpretation which debunks the myths
surrounding such western heroes as Billy the Kid, Wild Bill Hickok, Kit Carson, and
40

Smith, Virgin Land, ix.

- 24 -

General Custer, while at the same time emphasizing their importance in historical
interpretation. He even manages to poke fun at his own debunking: “Historians
always manage to spoil a good story.”41 He explains that professional hero makers,
or “popularizers”, are simply supplying what people want when they create or add
to a myth. People want both truth and beauty, but beauty is preferred. The public
wants the myth. Richard White’s encyclopedic It’s Your Misfortune and None of My
Own (1991) concentrates on debunking the more common myths of the West, rather
than heroes. He explains the prostitute myth (they have hearts of gold and their
clients truly love them even though they pay for the sex), that cowboys and Indians
spawned a store of metaphors of violent conflict and confrontation (showdowns,
last stands, hired guns, and round-ups), and demonstrates how the imagined West
intrudes on everyday life, yet emphasizes that these myths are taken completely out
of context when used by the public. In Gunfighter Nation (1998), Richard Slotkin
focuses less on debunking and more an explanation of where and how the myth
developed. He attempts to trace the development of the system of mythic and
ideological formulations that constitute the Myth of the Frontier. He considers this
the oldest of our nation’s myths, breaking it down into separate ideas of the
conquest of wilderness, the subjugation/displacement of Native Americans, the
development of a national identity and a dynamic, progressive civilization. Elliott
West, in The Contested Plains: Indians, Goldseekers, and the Rush to Colorado (1998),
without devoting specific chapters to the myth, nevertheless uses many of these
Kent Ladd Steckmesser, The Western Hero in History and Legend [1965. Reprint, Norman:
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ideas throughout his narrative of the central plains. He says it was combination of
image, circumstance, and the mythic allure of gold that drew people to the plains.
In The American West: the Invention of a Myth (2001), David Hamilton
Murdoch disagrees with classic writers such as Patricia Limerick and Richard
Slotkin who tout the myth of the West as our nation’s creation myth. He takes an
anthropologist’s viewpoint that creation myths only develop in primitive societies
and states that developed societies continue to create myths to explain conflicts that
compromise the core values of a society. American core values are enshrined in
agrarian idealism and an ideal of self-reliant individualism. He claims that the myth
of a great and unified past was purposefully developed and used out of political
motives to lend prestige to an upstart dynasty. Myths should be seen in terms of the
function they perform.
Finally, several recent writers have begun to look at the myth of the West in
terms of primarily visual images and ideas. The Goetzmann father and son duo
presented The West of the Imagination in 1986, a look at the visual artistic images
that helped create the mythic West. They hypothesize that, to a large extent, the
pioneers of the West were well aware of the magnitude of their actions for future
generations as they took part in the vast migration West. These pioneers were
aware of a sense of mythological importance in what they were doing and thus they
themselves helped to create the myth of the West. John A. Murray, in Mythmakers of
the West: Shaping America's Imagination (2001), takes a broader look into artistic
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representations by examining music, literature, paintings, and film in a purposefully
cross-cultural manner.

Background Information

Annie Oakley
Phoebe Anne Moses (or Mauzy, Mosey, Mozee-there is some disagreement
over spelling) was born on August 13, 1860 in Darke County, Ohio. She would later
claim that she was born in 1866 in order to make herself younger. Her father died
in 1866 and her widowed mother married Dan Brumbaugh, who died in an accident
soon after. Annie began trapping and shooting to supplement the family larder soon
after her father’s death, when she was not yet seven years old. When she was eight
or nine years old, Annie was sent to the Darke County Infirmary, the local poor farm,
because her mother was not able to make ends meet. Annie learned to sew and knit
here, a skill that would benefit her later career as she made all her own costumes.
Within a few weeks she was sent to work as a mother’s helper to a family with a new
baby. Annie never revealed the name of this family who overworked and abused
her. In her autobiography, Annie tells of one incident in which the mother struck
her and threw her out into the snow because she fell asleep while darning a sock.
Only the return of the husband, whom Annie referred to as the “he-wolf”, saved her
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from freezing to death.42 She stuck it out for two years before she finally ran away
and returned to her mother briefly. She found that her stepfather had died during
her absence and her mother had remarried for a third time. When she learned that
her mother had suffered from typhus and her new stepfather had a bad knee and
failing eyesight she felt it was necessary for her to continue at the Infirmary to earn
her keep. When Annie finally returned to her home for good, she also returned to
the hunting she loved. She sold her excess game to a shopkeeper named
Katzenberger, who was always eager to buy her game because she was one of the
few hunters who shot game through the head, avoiding bits of shot left in the meat.
Her mother, a Quaker, had at first objected to Annie using a gun but soon gave in
when she saw Annie’s determination. Annie retained the Quaker values of modesty,
humility and reverence for the family throughout her life. Quakers also believed
that women could make important contributions, however, and Annie certainly
proved this to be true.
Legend has it that Frank Butler came into her life on Thanksgiving Day 1875,
when Annie was just fifteen years old. The more likely date is some time in 1881
when Annie was around twenty years old. Frank Butler was an expert marksman
and traveling vaudeville showman who had issued a challenge for local shooters.
Annie was his opponent. Although this match is undocumented, it has been
immortalized in the Broadway musical and film Annie Get Your Gun, which originally
starred Ethel Merman. It is charmingly inaccurate and misrepresents the outcome
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of the match, having Annie throw the match because she is immediately infatuated
with Frank and realizes that “You Can’t Get a Man With a Gun”. In actuality, Frank
missed his last shot. Annie did not. Frank invited Annie to see his show, and
although she seemed more impressed with his poodle, George, the two were soon
married. The usual and widely accepted date given for the marriage is 1876, which
would coincide with an 1875 match, but no documentation exists to prove this date.
The only known marriage license dates the marriage to 1882. This may have been
adjusted to match her adjusted birth date or it is possible that Frank’s divorce from
his first wife was not final when he met Annie. Whatever the true date, there is a
six-year gap in Annie’s life that has long bewildered her biographers.
Annie began performing with Frank on May 1, 1882, when Frank’s partner
became ill right before a performance. Annie was simply supposed to hold the
targets, but rebelled and insisted on taking every other shot. They were soon
touring as Butler and Oakley, the stage name she had chosen for herself.43 In 1884
they signed a 40-week contract with the Sells Brothers Circus of Dublin, Ohio.44
Circuses in this time period routinely featured shooting acts. Theater audiences
appreciated “western” plays about Davy Crockett and Daniel Boone and the recent
formation of local and national shooting clubs whetted the public’s appetite for
expert shooters. The Sells Brothers Circus wrapped up its season in New Orleans,
where Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Park had set up right off Canal Street.45 The Butlers
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approached Buffalo Bill seeking employment, but Cody refused to hire unknowns
Frank and Annie that year since he already had world champion shooter Captain
Adam H. Bogardus. It is rather ironic that the average person today would most
likely not recognize his name, but everyone at least recognizes the name Annie
Oakley. When Bogardus left the show in 1885, Annie and Frank got their chance,
but Annie was now a solo act with Frank acting as assistant and manager. Annie
astonished audiences by downing four clay pigeons at one time and smashing glass
balls one after the other. Then she would lay her rifle down, throw balls into the air,
pick up her rifle and hit the balls before they fell. She would exit the arena throwing
kisses toward the audience and give a little kick that became her trademark. During
the 1885 season Sitting Bull toured with the Wild West and was impressed with
Annie, giving her the nickname “Little Sure Shot”.
On March 31, 1887, the Wild West boarded a ship for Europe. In addition to
a cast of hundreds, 180 horses, 18 buffalo, 10 elk, 10 mules, 5 Texas steers, 4
donkeys, 2 deer, and the Deadwood Stagecoach were loaded into the ship’s hold.46
The show opened in London and drew half a million visitors during the first three
weeks of May. Annie’s legend and myth began to grow during this time. Newspaper
reports added drama to her life story with a tale of being badly bitten by a wolf,
saving the Greenville mail from robbers, and warding off desperadoes in Texas
during a performance.47
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Annie and Frank left the Wild West briefly in 1888 after some sort of
disagreement or misunderstanding with Cody, and settled in New York City where
they were forced to prove their adaptability and tenacity. Annie did the vaudeville
circuit and gave private exhibitions, all garnering publicity and growing fame. Later
that summer Annie joined Comanche Bill’s Wild West, but Frank cancelled the
contract when he discovered it was a shoddy operation. He managed to persuade
Comanche Bill’s financial backer to merge the show with the more successful
Pawnee Bill’s Wild West. After this show went bankrupt, Annie continued the
vaudeville circuit and made plans to take her own touring company on the road for
a blood-and-guts western melodrama, Deadwood Dick, or the Sunbeam of the Sierras.
She and Cody smoothed their relationship over and she and Frank rejoined Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West in February 1889 just in time to set sail for Paris to help inaugurate
the new Eiffel Tower. Annie charmed the French people who had been rather cool
to the previous acts. Annie remained with the Wild West, growing more famous,
until 1901. In October of that year the train carrying the Wild West wrecked, killing
110 horses and injuring Annie. She and Frank officially retired from the Wild West.
Frank took a job with the Union Metallic Cartridge Company and Annie returned to
exhibition work. When she reappeared in the spring of 1902, 41 year-old Annie’s
hair had turn completely white. She told friends that it happened within seventeen
hours of the train wreck, but journalist Amy Leslie claimed that it occurred after
being left in a hot bath at a health springs for forty minutes rather than the requisite
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one minute.48 Annie appeared (in a brown wig) in the stage play The Western Girl,
which had been written especially for her.
Annie’s later years were spent in shooting exhibitions and free private
lessons which she gave to women, hoping to garner their interest in the sport. In
1903, a Chicago newspaper published a false account of Annie being jailed for
stealing a Negro man’s trousers in order to buy cocaine. She spent the next five
years consumed by lawsuits against the various newspapers that had published the
story. The suits were decided in her favor, but for much less money than she had
asked. An automobile accident in 1922 seriously injured Annie’s leg and she was
forced to wear a brace the rest of her life. She made her last public appearance in
1925 at the Grand American trap shoot in Vandalia, Ohio. On November 3, 1926,
Annie died of pernicious anemia. Frank died three weeks later.
Calamity Jane
Martha Canary was born in 1856, probably on or near May 1st, near
Princeton, Missouri. Biographers variously give her birth year as 1844, 1847, 1851,
1852, and 1860 and her birthplace as Iowa, Illinois, Utah, and Wyoming Territory.
Disagreement over her surname includes offerings such as Dalton, Somers, Coombs,
and Conarray. She herself added to the confusion in her autobiography: “My maiden
name was Marthy Cannary, was born in Princeton, Missouri, May 1st, 1852.”49 The
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1860 census sets the record straight, giving her accurate birth year as 1856. It also
tells us that her family had migrated to Missouri by at least 18860, coming from
Iowa. Neighbors remember them as a colorful, ill-behaved family. Martha’s mother,
Charlotte, smoked a cigar, drank heavily, and cursed freely. Later romantic stories
about Martha as the daughter of a Baptist minister were most likely simply
challenges to the reigning Victorian moral code. The family left Missouri, probably
in 1863, under a cloud of legal difficulties and a lost farm. They headed to the
Montana gold fields in search of riches. Instead, over the next decade Martha
became an orphan, started drinking, smoking, cursing, and wearing male clothing.
This ten-year period was decisive in the formation of her character.
Unfortunately there is little documentary evidence of this crucial period in
her life. The trip from Missouri to Montana was expensive, averaging $600 for a
family of four and requiring at five months.50 Martha was about eight years old
when they began their journey. The family fell on hard times in the mining
settlement of Virginia City, evidenced by Martha and her sisters begging at houses,
poorly dressed. In 1866 her mother died in Blackfoot City and her father took the
children to Utah, where he, too, died. At age 13 (she claimed she was 15) she was
wandering around the Wyoming Territory. There is no information about what
happened to her siblings. She spent the years 1864 through 1869 roaming
throughout Montana and western Wyoming Territory s a camp follower in railroad
towns and mining posts. By the early 1870s she had migrated north from Laramie
50
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to the “road ranches” between Ft. Russell and Ft. Laramie, way stations where
travelers could get a meal and a night’s lodging, and often the services of a
prostitute. The Three Mile store west of Ft. Laramie expanded its business by
adding eight cabins behind the store for “women of easy virtue” to bring in
customers. In 1874 Martha was an occasional prostitute there. One eyewitness
observed of her, “for she was the commonest of her class.”51 She roamed freely
during this time [period, often establishing long relationships with various male
companions, a pattern she would repeat all her life. Her difficult adolescent years
forced her to survive and adapt. Settling down was not an option for Martha.
In 1875, Martha made her way to the Black Hills of South Dakota, the place
most associated with her. By the time she arrived, she had the nickname, “Calamity
Jane”. She said she was christened during the “Nursey Pursey” (Nez Perce) outbreak
of 1872-73 near Goose Creek, Wyoming where she was serving as a scout under the
command of Captain Egan. He was injured and she galloped to his rescue, lifted him
on to her horse, and carried him to safety. When he recovered he said, “I name you
Calamity Jane, the heroine of the plains.”52 The true story of how she acquired her
nickname will most likely never be known. There were several other documented
“Calamity Janes” in the west at this time; all suffered from alcoholism, were
prostitutes, and exhibited eccentric behavior. It was during this time that she
adopted male clothing much of the time, or in her words,” donned the uniform of a
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soldier.”53 She claimed to have joined General Custer’s command, but was almost
certainly just a camp follower. Gold was discovered in the Black Hills in 1874, but
because of the 1868 Sioux Treaty, which promised the land to the tribe, the army
was sent to remove miners who were in violation of the treaty. Nevertheless, the
U.S. government wanted to know just how much gold was available, so a scientific
expedition was organized. Martha went along as a camp follower, although she
claimed she was part of the military. The first conformed photograph was taken of
her during this expedition, dressed in men’s clothing, taking her ease against a large
rock formation.
1876 was the most eventful year of Calamity Jane’s career. The gold rush
was in full swing, in spite of the treaty and the army’s attempts to keep people out.
In November of the previous year, the government decided to nullify the treaty,
stating that the Sioux must relinquish their lands by January 31, 1876. In March,
General George Crook leads a command to the Black Hills and Martha, along with
other women, joined them. Martha seems to have found shelter with the teamsters,
although she claimed to have served as scout for General Crook. She spent the early
summer in and around Custer City, including three weeks in jail for the theft of some
women’s clothing. She went on a big drinking spree when she was released. This
was also the summer when Calamity Jane met Wild Bill Hickok.
Did Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok have a long-standing relationship? His
biographers say absolutely not, that Wild Bill was much too fastidious a man to have
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any dealings with a woman such as Calamity Jane, but stories and rumors of their
supposed affair began even during her lifetime. The full truth may never be known,
but Calamity herself stated that they met for the first time in June 1876: “When able
to ride I started for Fort Laramie where I met Wm. Hickok, better known as Wild
Bill, and we started for Deadwood, where we arrived about June.”54 He led a wagon
train of gold seekers into the Black Hills and picked up 20 year-old (she looked 25)
Martha Canary at Ft. Laramie, where she was in the guardhouse after a wild
drinking binge. Other female camp followers also joined for the two-week long trip.
Martha had bull-whacking skills, was good with a rifle and a six-shooter, helped with
cooking and food preparation, as well as told rough stories around the campfire.
The wagon train arrived in Deadwood around July 12 with the Black Hills Pioneer
announcing that “Calamity Jane Has Arrived!”55 She immediately became a dancehall celebrity; the dances were free, but after each dance the couple would
promenade to the bar for drinks. The bartender would share the profits with the
girls, who frequently entertained gentlemen privately as well. When the wagon train
pulled into Deadwood, Martha asked the teamsters for a loan so she could buy a
dress so she could “do business”. The men paid, including Wild Bill, who gave her
$20 and requested that she wash behind her ears. She returned to the camp a few
days later, hoisted up her skirts, pulled down her stockings, and took out a roll of
cash to pay back the teamsters. Wild Bill would not accept her re-payment. On
August 2, Jack McCall stepped into the Number 10 Saloon, where Wild Bill was
drinking and gambling, and shot him in the back of the head. The motive was
54
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possibly a previous disagreement with Hickok. Newspapers reported that Martha
threw herself on the body of Hickok, weeping and wailing. She would later claim
that she was instrumental in the capture, trial, and hanging of McCall.
Martha spent 1877 in and around Deadwood, perhaps settling down briefly
with an unknown husband. She tells of saving the overland stage from Indians,
driving it the last few miles safely in to Deadwood, but newspapers link her to
notorious road agents during this time period. This segment of her life is described
in journalist Horatio N. Maguire’s The Black Hills and American Wonderland as “her
most remarkable career of ruin, disgrace and recklessness.”56 Her increasing
notoriety caused a series of arguments with the press, as she was extremely
unhappy about the negative things they printed about her. The first dime novel
featuring Calamity Jane appeared in 1877, written by Edward L. Wheeler, who
almost certainly never met Calamity, instead relying on borrowed information from
Horatio Maguire. In the immensely popular Deadwood Dick series, Calamity
eventually becomes Dick’s fourth wife, although their relationship is tempestuous,
even after their marriage, and eventually they separate, Dick leaving with their son,
their paths never again to cross. Although dime novelists frequently used actual
western figures in their stories, the events portrayed were mostly fictional, as in the
case of Calamity Jane. These novels, however, catapulted her from local fame as a
dance-hall girl and camp follower into the national spotlight. She was now in a class
with other dime novel heroes such as Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill, and Wild Bill Hickok.
She had no significant accomplishments to warrant this fame; rather she became a
56
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celebrity because of newspaper stories about her eccentric behavior-drinking,
swearing, and wearing men’s clothes.
The period between 1878 and 1881 seems to have been spent in the Black
Hills and Ft. Pierre area. She claimed to have been married to a George Cosgrove in
1877 and left Deadwood in January of 1878 to prospect for a brief time. By
February of 1878 she had apparently left George for another man. She meandered
between Deadwood, mining camps, and road ranches, often volunteering to help
people who were sick or injured. Between 1882 and 1884 she started following the
railroad camps. The Northern Pacific made its way westward through Montana
where it joined the mining stampede to the Coeur d’Alene’s in Idaho. Martha also
began making stage appearances. She was twenty-six years old and a celebrity. She
was also an alcoholic. She was “married” again in 1882 to an unknown male and
they had a baby boy. There is reason to believe that she meant to settle down and
embrace domesticity, but the baby died in infancy and she quickly returned to her
previous lifestyle of wandering and heavy drinking.
The decade between 1884 and 1894 was spent travelling between railroad
towns. She claims that she married Clinton Burke in the fall of 1884 and had a
daughter with him in 1887. In actuality, she did not meet Burke until the 1890s.
The father of the child was most likely Bill Steers, a railway brakeman, with whom
she had a three-year abusive relationship. She repeatedly reported him to the
sheriff for hitting her. In May of 1888 she legally married Steers, probably to
legitimize her daughter. In the 1930s a woman named Jessie Oakes came forward
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with proof that she was Calamity Jane’s granddaughter. The proof was real, but she
was mistaken about being her granddaughter-she was actually her daughter.
Another dime novel appeared during this time, Calamity Jane: A Story of the Black
Hills, written by William Loring Spencer (a woman) which portrayed Jane as a Robin
Hood figure, only ever stealing to benefit the downtrodden. These dime novels did
relatively little to help her reputation, however; local journalists continued top
portray her as a comic figure in the press. Sometime between 1894 and 1895, she
was probably married to Clinton Burke at a Montana ranch.
She appeared in Deadwood in 1895, sixteen years after her first visit, small
daughter in hand, husband nowhere in sight. She was hoping for a visit with the
“stagecoach aristocracy”, those who had arrived in Deadwood as pioneers during its
first two years, but did not make a very good impression on the local press since she
was dressed as a normal woman, with no sign of the famous buckskin outfit. She
wanted her daughter to have an education and hoped to enroll her in the local
convent school. Her old friends held a fundraiser for this purpose, but when they
presented Calamity Jane with the money at the end of the evening, she was so
thankful that she insisted on buying drinks for everyone to thank them for their
generosity. There was not enough money left after the party to send the child to
school. At some point during this visit, she had professional photos taken of her
wearing her buckskin outfit and began peddling them around the Black Hills. She
had suddenly realized the financial benefits of celebrity. What became of her
daughter while she was wandering around the area, selling photos, drinking heavily,
and being jailed regularly. She was kicked out of several towns because of her
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drunk and disorderly behavior. She became an attraction on a dime museum tour
throughout the Midwest, billed as “Famous Woman Scout of the Wild West”,
“Comrade of Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill”, and “Terror of Evildoers in the Black Hills”. It
was during this tour that she published her autobiography (almost certainly
ghostwritten, since she was illiterate) and began selling copied for fifteen cents after
each performance.
The years from 1896 through 1901 were spent primarily in Montana,
although she wandered freely between mining rushes and railroad camps, making
stage appearances and saloon engagements. A severe illness forced a brief stay in a
poorhouse until she was recovered enough to continue her activities. Her
poorhouse stay made national news and came brought her plight to the attention of
correspondent Josephine Winifred Brake of Buffalo, New York. She travelled to
Montana to convince Martha to move with her to New York because she deserved to
live out her last years in luxury. Although local newspapers were skeptical of
Brake’s altruistic motives, Martha accepted her offer and began the train journey to
the East. Brake found travelling with Martha to be more than she bargained for,
however. She attempted to keep her fairly sober, doling out liquor too sparingly for
Martha’s liking. Tensions quickly developed. When they reached Buffalo, Brake
introduced her to Colonel Fred Cummins, director of the Indian Congress, which was
booked for the Pan-American Exposition of 1901. He hoped to entice her to join the
Congress and appear at the exposition. She agreed, but the contract negotiated by
Brake and Cummins had only a small amount of her wages going straight to Martha,
with the majority released to Brake for safekeeping. This further strained the
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relationship, and Martha soon renegotiated a direct contract with Cummins, and
immediately returned to her drinking and carousing, now that she had the funds.
She did not appreciate the performances with the Indian Congress and soon began
to seek a way back to the Black Hills. Her funds dried up, she heard that Buffalo Bill
was in town and approached him with her sad story and asked for money. He
provide her with ample funds to return to South Dakota, but she only made it to
Chicago, having used the majority of the money for alcohol. She began appearing in
dime museums again, slowly earning her way home to the Black Hills.
She finally found her way back to Pierre, South Dakota, where she remained
for about six months. During this time, she began to spin the tale of how she and
Wild Bill Hickok had actually planned to marry before his untimely death in 1876.
She spent three months wandering before finally returning to Montana. She was
arrested her first night back for drunk and disorderly conduct. After her release,
she returned to her shack near the entrance of Yellowstone Park, where she sold
pictures and her autobiography to tourists. She also spent a fair amount of time
wandering among nearby towns, peddling her wares, drinking, and getting arrested.
The press noted that she was not looking well.
As time wore on, Calamity Jane drank more and more, her drunken sprees
coming closer and closer together. She worked for a month in 1903 as a cook and
laundress in Belle Fourche at Dora Du Fran’s brothel, but her health problems
continued, and she left to find physically lighter work. She returned to Deadwood in
July and had a now-famous photograph taken in front of Wild Bill Hickok’s grave.
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She was drunk at the time. Charles Haas saw her walking down the street one
afternoon and took her picture. She appears as a tired old woman of perhaps sixty
or seventy years. She was forty-seven. This is the last picture taken of Calamity Jane
during her lifetime (there are several post-mortem). She went to the town of Terry
a few weeks later, where she fell ill and died on August 1, 1903. Her body was
shipped to Deadwood where she was buried near Wild Bill Hickok. The funeral
procession got larger as they got closer to the cemetery, with the mourners stopping
frequently to have drinks at a nearby saloon. After the funeral, one of the many
mourners proclaimed, “Let’s go and have a drink on Calamity!”57 Most ended the day
as drunk as she often was in life. The newspaper reports that followed her death
were mostly full of romantic sentiment about her overall goodness.

The Myth of the West
What is it about the American West that has captured the heart, mind, and
imagination of so many? Why does it continue to be romanticized in popular
culture? What the majority of Americans think about the West is not historically
accurate, but a myth. This is not meant to imply that this understanding is
completely untrue; myths are not falsehoods, but rather explanations. Myths are
stories that answer “why?” and teach lessons that need to be learned. Myth
expresses an ideology within a narrative. For Americans, the frontier was a

57

McLaird, 216.

- 42 -

complexly resonant symbol for a vivid and memorable set of hero-tales.58 The
Frontier myth is the oldest of our myths and includes the themes of conquest of the
wilderness, subjugation/displacement of Native Americans, our national identity/
democratic polity, our ever-expanding economy, and our dynamic and progressive
civilization.59 The Frontier myth is America’s greatest contribution, in terms of
impact, to twentieth century culture.
At the heart of this myth is the idea of the West as a place of conflict, of
civilization versus savagery and of garden versus desert. These contradictory ideas
and what happens when the two opposites come in contact is what makes the myth
of the West. Henry Nash Smith was the first to critically study and codify the myth,
describing a westward pull toward a “vacant continent beyond the frontier”60 He
discusses and explains the development of the myth in a generally chronological
manner; other historians have imposed a stricter chronology. Smith explains the
early visions of an American Empire in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as
a search for the legendary “passage to India”, the Northwest Passage; or an all-water
route trough the continent to Asia. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries belonged to what Smith call the “sons of Leatherstocking”, those fur
trappers and mountain men who opened the West. Smith explains the myth of the

Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century
America. [Oklahoma paperbacks ed. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1998] 3.

58

59
60

Slotkin, 10.
Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth
[Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978] 4.

- 43 -

West in the nineteenth century with his two master symbols: the garden and the
desert. The garden represents the domesticated, agrarian communities left in the
wake of an advancing frontier while the desert represents the Wild West; that dry,
barren, tree-less space beyond the frontier.
The presupposition of American expansion to the Pacific is evident in the
writings of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, who both wrote of their
visions of an America that had command of the seas and that controlled the interior
of the American continent. Franklin’s vision was for a merchant-oriented empire
rather than mainly agrarian.61 Jefferson commissioned the Lewis and Clark
expedition, less important for what was actually discovered than for the drama it
presented to the American people. The idea of a highway across the continent
turned out to be rather impractical, yet remained the ruling thought for decades
because it enacted a myth that embodied the future. After Jefferson’s death,
Congressman Thomas Hart Benton became the spokesman and biggest proponent of
westward expansion. The West became an obsession with Benton as he made
speeches on behalf of the railway and the general development of the West. The
idea of access to Asia across the American continent became a symbol of freedom
and national greatness, of emancipation from dependence on Europe.
The Mexican-American War brought vast territorial acquisitions that
Benton’s son-in-law, John C. Frémont, blazed the trail to Oregon. With the help of his
wife’s careful editing, his popular report encouraged migration to the Pacific
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Northwest. Benton introduced a bill to appropriate funds from the sale of public
lands to build a Central National Road from the Mississippi to the Pacific, a
precursor to the trans-continental railway. The idea of a highway across the
continent was still alive.
By the 1850s, the mercantilist point of view of the previous century was
beginning to give way to a more agrarian view of “the garden of the world”. Asa
Whitney was still trying to gain support for a Pacific Railway, while Stephen Douglas
claimed that farmers would lead the way, gradually, with railways following behind
as the need arose. William Gilpin’s idea of an “untransacted destiny” was given full
voice in Walt Whitman’s literary symbolism of “Manifest Destiny”, where the future
lay in a truly American society. The myth of the frontier melds into the idea of a
frontier hero at this point. Smith calls those who blazed the trail and opened the
West the “sons of Leatherstocking” after James Fennimore Cooper’s mountain man
character, Leatherstocking. His stories, romances where social stratification decides
who gets the girl at the end, exemplify the class bias that was the dominant force
that shaped nineteenth century attitudes about the West. The inspiration for
Leatherstocking is the pioneer, Daniel Boone, who blazed the Wilderness Trail,
leading settlers into Boonesborough, Kentucky in 1775. Boone’s accomplishments
were celebrated and exaggerated by John Filson, who in 1784, became the first
architect of the Daniel Boone legend. Filson described Boone as an empire builder, a
philanthropist, a fugitive from civilization who could not endure the encroachments
on his beloved wilderness. That Boone himself was embarrassed and, at times,
angry about this portrayal is not important. What is important is that the
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Leatherstocking/Boone legend became the most important symbol of the national
experience of adventure to be had across the continent. Timothy Flint’s biography
of Boone became the most widely read book about a Western character in the first
half of the nineteenth century62 and showed the confusion of attitudes that Boone
embodies so well in the myth of the West. He is delighted to open the West,
wresting this fertile land from savages, yet is continually driven further and further
West by a restless spirit that just cannot settle. Again, the truth of his poor business
acumen that lost him his farm more than once is not important to the myth. The
importance at this stage of development in the myth of the West is that this early
image of a Wild Western hero could go either way: he could be a harbinger of
civilization and a coming refinement or he could be a cultural primitive and a
symbol of anarchic freedom. This is the conflict that is inherent to the myth: the old
forest freedom, the primitive free access to land and game, and the rough equality of
all men in a state of nature versus the concept of community, law overriding the
individual, the notion of inviolable property rights, and social stratification.
The second son of Leatherstocking that Smith examines, Kit Carson, turns the
lens of the myth toward the Wild West rather than the agricultural frontier of
Boone. Writers begin the exploitation of violence that will become so commonplace
in western literature. Beginning with Carson, this first generation of Wild West
heroes after Cooper is truly symbols of anarchic freedom-the mountain man, the fur
trapper is much more uncivilized than Daniel Boone. These heroes that inhabit the
Far West beyond the Great American Desert can be classified as virtuous and
62
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sensitive to nature or vulgar, wicked, and insensitive to nature. Kit Carson, as the
better known of the first sort of hero, owes his fame mostly to Jessie Benton
Frémont’s reworking of her husband’s expedition journals into a popular reading.
The Mexican War created an audience hungry for this sort of nationalistic narrative
that made the mountain man and fur trapper a pioneer of empire. This new hero
must be pure and noble, acquiring all virtues, escaping all vices, while at the same
time becoming a fierce Indian fighter, a daredevil horseman, and a slayer of grizzly
bears. Thus Kit Carson became the hero of the rip-roaring Western thriller and
prototype for the dime novel hero of the second half of the nineteenth century.
In 1858, Erasmus Beadle popularized the dime novel: a cheap publication
meant for a mass audience. In the pages of these thrillers the persona of
Leatherstocking was endlessly repeated; albeit a younger and more genteel version
of Cooper’s hero. In the 1870s a slightly different sort of dime novel hero appeared
in the character of Deadwood Dick, entirely fictional but sometimes interacting with
pseudo-historical characters like Calamity Jane. Although Dick is without upper
class forebears, he is so skilled that he is considered an eligible bachelor; indeed he
marries at least four times. Buffalo Bill Cody was the most famous of all the dime
novel characters; in fact the novels actually began to shape the man. An accidental
meeting with author Ned Buntline (a.k.a Edward Z.C. Judson) and a natural flair for
drama catapulted Buffalo Bill to the most highly publicized figure in all the history of
the Wild West. Buffalo Bill paved the way for the late 1880s Wild Western hero as
cowboy. The dime novel also developed the western heroine away from the abject
gentility of Cooper’s tales, demonstrating a dramatic increase in sensationalism.
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The heroine of Cooper’s tales was typically a white woman disguised as an Indian
girl; the heroine of the dime novel could dress as a man and save a man’s life, as long
as she put a dress on to please the hero later. As the dime novel developed, the
Western genre as a whole descended in a downward spiral of gross excess and
exaggeration.
Henry Nash Smith’s master symbol of the Garden of the World is that of a
vast and constantly growing agrarian society that became the dominant symbol of
nineteenth century America as it stood for the promise of American life. With each
westward surge a new community was left behind that gradually transformed the
great Interior Valley of America in to Smith’s Garden of the World.63 The forces that
controlled the future of America originated in the domesticated West. This master
symbol explores the ideas of fecundity, growth, increase, and the blissful labor of the
earth. The heroic figure of this West is the idealized frontier farmer wielding the
sacred plow to beat the earth into submission, thus transforming it into the Garden
of the World. This metaphor is not a perfect symbol, however, as the conflict
between western yeoman farmers and the southern plantation slave system
simmered and the South became actively hostile to the yeoman ideal. Also, like the
idea of the Wild West, the Garden myth became less accurate as industry and
commerce increased across the West. By the 1830s, a new way was necessary to
interpret the West, as the agrarian ideal couldn’t keep up with the new technology
and fast overall growth it was experiencing. Although new symbols and ideas were
called for, the Garden myth/agrarian ideal experienced an astonishing longevity as
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the accepted view of Western society, even shaping policy through passage of the
Homestead Act, dangling the promise of free land in front of Americans.
By the 1870s, the frontier had been pushed out to the sub humid plains
where farmers found their traditional farming methods did not work for these areas
of low rainfall. Because of the tenacity of the Garden myth and a few years of
unusually high rainfall, it took a full two decades to develop the dry farming
methods necessary to extract crops from the Great Plains. Prior to the Civil War,
this area was referred to as The Great American Desert, an uninhabitable area for
any but migratory tribesmen. The two myths, therefore, come face to face as the
frontier begins to push out beyond the bounds of the previously accepted “garden”.
The revision of the uninhabitable desert begins with the overland trade from
Independence, Missouri to Santa Fe, New Mexico in the decades before the Civil
War. Josiah Gregg, engaged in the overland trade between 1831-1840, wrote about
this transformation:
“The people of New Mexico also assure us that the rains have much increased
in latter years, a phenomenon which the vulgar superstitiously attribute to the
arrival of the Missouri traders. Then may we not hope that these sterile regions
might yet be thus revived and fertilized, and their surface covered one day by
flourishing settlements to the Rocky Mountains.”64
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This concept of “rain follows the plow” was one of the pull factors
responsible for the vast migration to the former desert. Smith examined and
delineated this blurring of the myths of the garden and desert into various beliefs
held by those heading West: 1) a belief in the homogeneity of the pioneers 2) the
ideal family-sized yeoman farm 3) no class divisions 4) no employers or employees
5) healthy, virtuous farmers laboring in fertile fields and 6) an affirmation in the
impossibility of disaster or suffering.65 These utopian hopes attempted to turn the
desert into a garden, but the myth was unable to keep up with the reality of the
expanding frontier as a yawning gap materialized between agrarian theory and the
actual circumstances after the Civil War.
The West was supposed to act as a safety valve for the economic and social
turmoil of the Eastern United States, with Horace Greeley encouraging urban
laborers to “Go West, young man, go forth into the Country.”66 This idea was one of
the principal foundations of the myth of the garden. The reality was the failure of
the Homestead Act, no end to unemployment or social problems and three decades
of the most bitter and widespread labor trouble in U.S. History. In spite of reality
checks such as this, the myth of the West continues. Henry Nash Smith did not
invent the myth of the West; indeed he was simply spelling out what Frederick
Jackson Turner had stated a half century earlier in his Frontier Thesis of the idea
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that an area of free land and it’s continual recession explained American
development more. This thesis developed out of the myth of the garden and the
idea of the frontier as a meeting place between savagery and civilization. The
frontier, according to Turner, was the line of agricultural settlement, the boundary
of civilization. Smith gave voice to the concept of two wests: one beyond and one
within the all-important line of agricultural settlement. No matter how historians
debunk and attempt to demythologize, Americans continue to accept the myth that
democracy was born of free land; that the West was a place of rebirth, regeneration,
and rejuvenation of man and society.
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Analysis
Annie’s Myth
How did a woman who was not from the West and never even lived in the
West become such an enduring symbol of the American Frontier? How did an Ohio
farm girl become a symbolic western woman? In the 1880s and 1890s, the image of
women was just beginning to change as the number of females in the workforce
grew dramatically and women broke into nearly every profession.67 Americans,
women especially, were hungry for a strong role model who pushed at the
boundaries of the Victorian ethic, yet remained within the bounds of acceptable,
ladylike behavior. Although there were many instances when her life and legend
had little to do with the frontier, Annie Oakley came to embody various parts of the
Myth of the West, both in her historical life and through the different
representations of her in film and television, which continue to contribute to the
modern popular cultural understanding of her.
Like Annie Oakley herself, the idea of the West is as a place of conflict. Henry
Nash Smith identifies this conflict as the myth of the garden versus the myth of the
desert. The West as the Garden of the World has its roots in the idea that land is
everything: opportunity both political and social, and the key to wealth. The West is
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the new agricultural frontier and the forces that are to control the political future of
the United States were not in the picturesque Wild West, but in the domesticated
west that lay just behind it, in the new communities that developed as the frontier
moved farther westward.68 What Daniel Boone viewed as the western frontier was
considered “back East” by the time of Buffalo Bill Cody and his Wild West Show.
Annie Oakley originated in this domesticated west, from “the forested Ohio
country of Tecumseh and his brother the Prophet who foretold earthquakes.”69 Her
childhood in Darke County, Ohio, was difficult and she had to overcome many
obstacles such as poverty, the death of her father, and abuse while living with a local
family and caring for their baby. Her talent and ability with a gun was the direct
result of the need to help feed her family. Just like so many of the hunter-heroes
before her, she hunted and trapped in her early years. After the death of her father,
when she was only six years old, she headed to the woods to dig trenches to trap
birds. She soon moved on to shooting, filling her father’s Kentucky rifle with enough
powder to “kill off a buffalo,”70 learning very early to shoot through the head so as
not to foul the meat with lead. This talent with a gun, honed through necessity,
became the foundation of her later career, celebrity, and her legend. During this
formative period of her life she also suffered some sort of abuse, whether physical,
mental, sexual, or a combination of these, while living with a family she only
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referred to as the “wolves”. She had been promised schooling while working for this
family, but the reality was early mornings, constant work, hunting when the
housework was done, and no school. The family wrote to Annie’s mother about how
well she was progressing in her schoolwork. Annie put up with this situation for
two full years, feeling that the fifty cents per week that she earned was crucial to her
family’s well-being, before finally running away and returning to her mother and a
new stepfather who welcomed her into the home. Her mother was a strict Quaker,
who despite poverty and hardship, managed to keep a home that was always a
haven for Annie. She absorbed the Quaker values of family first and the notion that
women could make important contributions to society, both of which are clear
throughout her life. Annie frequently visited her mother and sisters throughout her
career and often sent gifts of money, fabric, and other goods while on tour. These
early experiences and hardships, especially the well-developed talent for shooting,
enabled Annie to take advantage of an outstanding opportunity when it came along
in the form of Frank Butler. This man offered opportunities both personal and
career-oriented, and Annie was poised to leap at them. Frank Butler is somewhat of
an unsung hero in this story as he was willing and able to see past any chauvinistic
tendencies and step aside to promote his wife and her career. Their relationship
began by him (a semi-famous sharpshooter) losing a shooting match to an unknown
backwoods girl. Rather than storm off in an angry pout, he gives her free tickets to
his show and begins a courtship through letters. This was the domesticated West,
the Garden that Annie was raised in and later left for the frontier, moving from an
agricultural area to a wild frontier, although her frontier was the arena of Buffalo
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Bill’s Wild West-a man’s world where she had to prove herself. Henry Nash Smith
states the importance and control this domesticated west has over the wild, desert
west, influencing its political, economic, and social future. Annie’s domesticated
west, and the lessons she learned there, likewise exerted influence and control over
her for the rest of her life. Although she left this “garden” there is much evidence
that she brought various aspects of it with her and inserted them into the Wild West
that was her career.
The West as a desert is the idea of a barren, tree-less land that resists the
movement of community values. Stephen H. Long confirmed the existence of this
desert west as early as 1823. Later writers used phrases to describe the west such
as: “burnt and arid desert”, and “huge skulls and whitening bones of buffalo were
scattered everywhere”.71 Buffalo Bill was part of this desert west just as it was
ending. He brought the Wild West to the world and Annie Oakley was a big part of
it, touring with the show for sixteen seasons between 1885 and 1902.72 The world
was fascinated with the primitive, uncivilized scenes of cowboys and Indians, the
Deadwood stage, burning a settler’s cabin, and Custer’s Last Stand. Buffalo Bill
Cody’s business partner, Nate Salsbury, had originally conceived the show as an
equestrian event, engaging outstanding horsemen from all over Europe and
America. Over the years other kinds of acts were added, including many featured
marksmen and sharpshooters.73 The show was a combination rodeo-drama with
71
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cowboys riding bucking broncos, Mexicans twirling lariats, a prairie schooner
sliding across the prairie, a pony express rider quickly changing horses, and Indians,
in full war paint, on the warpath.74 Queen Victoria came out of mourning to attend a
special performance of the Wild West for her Golden Jubilee in 1887, and when
Annie was presented to her the Queen said, “You are a very, very clever little girl.”75
Annie demonstrated her Quaker values when she was presented to Edward, Prince
of Wales and his wife, Alexandra. English etiquette toward royals demanded that
she greet him first, but she turned to his wife, saying, “You’ll have to excuse me,
because I am an American, and in America ladies come first.”76 Although the London
papers excused what they considered her “charming naïveté”, she had purposefully
snubbed the prince, who was known to be a ladies man; Annie disapproved.
Annie exemplified the conflict of the garden versus desert myth as she
brought a civilizing factor to the primitive, uncouth world of the Wild West. Unlike
her alter ego in Annie Get Your Gun, she never wore buckskins or trousers of any
kind; instead choosing to perform and to be photographed in very modest, highnecked dresses that she sewed herself. She wore short skirts to shoot in, but always
covered her legs with handmade button-up covers. This fastidiousness extended to
the way she cared for both her own costumes and clothing and Frank’s, meticulously
going over them with brushes and sponges and packing them in tissue paper at the
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end of each season. According to her niece, Fern Swartwout, “Often Aunt Annie
showed other people who traveled how she packed her trunks, and they were
delighted to learn some of the secrets of packing.”77 It is very possible that she could
be fastidious to the point of annoying. Her tent in the Wild West was outfitted with
fine carpets, dressers, and flowers planted in front and she often entertained
visitors after the show, treating them to tea, cakes, and ices. She and Frank
eschewed drinking, swearing, and gambling; all of which were practically de rigueur
for any self-respecting cowboy and cowgirl. Her Quaker roots also made
themselves visible in her approach to her shootings tricks. Many of her
contemporaries in show business cheated in order to pull off their amazing shooting
feats, but Annie never stooped to subterfuge. Her tricks, including shooting
backward looking into a mirror, were real. Lillian Smith, another sharpshooter
with the Wild West during the year in London, was caught cheating by a patron who
brought a pair of binoculars just for that purpose. In one stunt, Lillian claimed to
cover the rifle sights with a large card before shooting at swinging balls. The patron
could plainly see through his binoculars that sights were not covered and a bit of the
card had been cut away.78 Annie had no patience for this sort of thing and also did
not approve of Lillian’s somewhat boisterous and loose behavior with some of the
cowboys in the show.
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She helped tame the Wild West for audiences, too. For most her career with
Buffalo Bill she was second on the program so that she could prepare the crowd,
including women and children, for the sound of gunfire and at the same time charm
them with her personality. The best description of this aspect of Annie comes from
Dexter Fellows, who served as Buffalo Bill’s press agent from 1895 until 1904. In
his autobiography, This Way to the Big Show, he describes Annie:
“She was a consummate actress, with a personality that made itself felt as
soon as she entered the arena. Even before her name was on the lips of every man,
woman, and child in America and Europe, the sight of this frail girl among the rough
plainsmen seldom failed to inspire enthusiastic plaudits. Her entrance was always a
very pretty one. She never walked. She tripped in, bowing, waving, and wafting
kisses. Her first few shots brought forth a few screams of fright from the women,
but they were soon lost in round after round of applause. It was she who set the
audience at ease and prepared it for the continuous crack of firearms which
followed.”79
The Wild West Show represented the west to late nineteenth and early twentieth
century Americans, and Annie personified an appealing, attractive, and optimistic
version of the west where the cowgirl was also a lady.
The manner in which Annie was portrayed in movies and television also
reiterated the theme of savagery meets civilization, with the civilizing aspect of
Annie’s character greatly emphasized. The first movie of Annie Oakley’s life touched
79
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on several themes of the myth of the west while retelling the story in a way that
suited audiences of the 1930s. In Annie Oakley (1935) Barbara Stanwyck plays a
spunky, yet surprisingly gentle and refined Annie who immediately becomes
infatuated with Toby Walker (the Frank Butler character), so much so that she
goads him into a shooting match then throws the match so he will not lose his job.
She follows him to the Wild West Show, bringing her sense of adventure and
ladylike ways with her. Cody’s partner reiterates this when he introduces her to the
all-male troupe as a “high-minded” and “uplifting” woman, the kind to help “civilize”
the West.80 This Annie was not quite as fastidious in her dress, however, as she
wore buckskin trousers and short skirts for performances. The real Annie Oakley
never wore buckskin or trousers and always covered her legs. She amazed
audiences with her amazing stunts, yet continued to pine for Toby, finally getting
her man at the end of the film with the help of a hopelessly romantic Sitting Bull.
This Annie was not allowed to be as strong or independent as the historical Annie,
nor was Frank’s character allowed to be the kind of man who would willingly step
aside when he recognized superior talent.
Annie Get Your Gun, both the stage version with Ethel Merman (1946) and the
film version with Betty Hutton and Howard Keel (1950), featured an ultra-feminine,
yet still spunky heroine who appealed to a war-weary audience. Her early hardships
were downplayed, while the romance between she and Frank was greatly
exaggerated. Most of the films of this time period, including a multitude of westerns,
80
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emphasized strong, heroic men and weak, dependent women. Men needed to
triumph while women depended upon them for their ultimate happiness. The
imagined West in the post-WWII era was not a feminist-friendly one. There was no
room for a heroine who had a successful career as a shooter and athlete while her
husband remained in the background managing that career. Apparently young
audiences of the 1950s were ready for a slightly different Annie. The CBS series
Annie Oakley and Tagg (1954) featured a spunky, girlish heroine who nevertheless
exhibited a fair amount of aggressiveness and toughness as she frequently saved the
lives of men on the show. This Annie ventured beyond society’s current role for
women, presenting a double-sided feminine/masculine heroine that influenced
young viewer’s notions of women. She charmed men, cooked expertly, championed
all sorts of causes, yet still rode hard, shot, and performed other sorts of supposedly
masculine feats.81
These film versions of Annie Oakley are still the main vehicle for the public’s
understanding of her and her place in the mythic West. A 1976 Robert Altman film,
Buffalo Bill and the Indians; or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson attempted to portray a
generally negative view of the west with Annie Oakley “accidentally” shooting Frank
after she finds out that he has impregnated a fellow cast member,82 but with limited
success and audience. These film versions leave us with a contradictory, clouded
view of Annie Oakley and her place in the imagined West.
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Calamity Jane’s Myth
Calamity Jane embodies the myth of the West in a way that is nearly the polar
opposite of Annie Oakley. Where Annie represents the garden and the boundary
between savagery and civilization, Calamity Jane is the desert, the untamed,
uncivilized Wild West. She exhibits the conflict of the west in a different way from
Oakley, as well, through her feminine/masculine ambiguity both in her life and
especially in the film and television portrayals of her. This woman, who
accomplished very little in her life save gaining a certain amount of notoriety, has
nevertheless come to symbolize the untamed, Wild West in popular culture.
Unlike Annie Oakley, who came from the Garden, or domestic west, Martha
Canary spent her formative years in the Far West, beyond the Rocky Mountains, in
the Desert, untamed west. Although born in Missouri, she was spirited off to the
Montana Territory before she was ten years old. Like Annie, she suffered many
hardships and privations during these early years, losing both parents at a very
young age and finding herself completely on her own in her early teens. This early,
unsettled lifestyle most certainly influenced her inability to stay in one place very
long during her adult years, constantly moving around the Black Hills region and
into Wyoming. She too knew poverty, reduced to begging at doorsteps on at least
one occasion when she was about 11 years old, according to a Virginia City
(Montana) newspaper: “Three little girls, who state their name to be Canary,
appeared at the door of Mr. Fergus on Idaho Street, soliciting charity.” The children
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were poorly dressed, each in only a calico slip despite the harsh winter conditions.83
Martha faced poverty throughout her life. Martha’s parents, unlike Annie’s, failed to
give her a solid grounding in any kind of core of values, which also influenced the
course of her life and her relationship to the mythic West. The same Virginia City
newspaper described her parents as “inhuman brutes who have deserted their poor,
unfortunate children” in a situation that was the “most flagrant and wanton instance
of unnatural conduct on the part of parents.” It described her father as a “gambler in
Nevada” and her mother as “a woman of the lowest grade.”84 This kind of
upbringing is hard to overcome and Martha certainly did not manage it.
Martha became more uncivilized and wild as the years went on, becoming a
part-time prostitute and a full-time alcoholic and somehow, somewhere gaining the
sobriquet “Calamity Jane” before she ever met Wild Bill Hickok in Deadwood in
1876. The West that Calamity inhabited, of saloons, brothels, mining camps, and
gambling halls, is the West that she came to represent and is still remembered for.
This West is full of tall tales and exaggeration, as was Calamity Jane. One of her most
famous exaggerations involves her saving the overland stage in route to Deadwood
from Cheyenne. According to her Life and Adventures, she saw the stage coming and
immediately recognized that something was wrong: “The horses were on the run,
about two hundred yards from the station,” she said. She also noticed that there
was no driver and that the coach containing passengers was being chased by
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Indians. The experienced horses even without directions took the coach to the barn.
Martha then saw “the driver John Slaughter, lying face downwards in the boot of the
stage, he having been shot by the Indians.” Martha then removed the baggage
(except the mail), took the driver’s position, and “with all haste drove to Deadwood,
carrying the six passengers and the dead driver.”85 Contemporary newspapers
contain evidence that it was actually road agents, not Indians, and that the
driverless stage headed straight to Deadwood, with no sign that Martha Canary was
anywhere in the vicinity.86By 1875 she had donned male clothing and joined the
Jenney expedition to the Black Hills, often considered to be the first white woman in
the Black Hills. One popular story about her during this time concerns her proclivity
for bathing with the men in a nearby stream, neither sex troubled by the fact that
she had no bathing suit.87 This is the expedition with which she entered western
history, with all her idiosyncrasies and the male/female ambiguity already in place.
Another part of the conflict inherent in Calamity’s story is the conflict
between her lifestyle as a prostitute and her many reported acts of selfless charity,
referred to as the “prostitute myth” in which these women involved in prostitution
have hearts of gold, heal the sick, and give to charity. The men who pay for sex
actually harbor affection for them.88 One story of her meeting with the first minister
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in the Black Hills illustrates some of this myth. During the minister’s first sermon in
Deadwood, which an inebriated Martha attended, she snatched a hat from a friend’s
hand and interrupted the minister, announcing “You sinners, dig down in your
pokes, now; this old fellow looks as though he were broke and I want to collect
about two hundred dollars for him.”89 Multiple reports of her nursing people back to
health at a cost to her own health and pocketbook are readily found:
“Sometime while she was in the Black Hills she nursed prospectors who were
ill from small pox. Most of the people were so busy seeking gold, or were afraid they
would contract the disease, they did not bother to help the unfortunate. She is
credited with saving several lives…she…had, as many claimed, a ‘streak of kindness
in her.’ Some say she would help her ‘sisters-in-sin,’ even if she had to ‘roll’ a man
for his money to help one of the ‘soiled doves’ that was ill.”90
Her kindness to animals is apparent in an anecdote about a time when she was
walking along a muddy street and came upon a team of oxen stuck fast. The
bullwhacker was laying on the whip unmercifully and cursing the helpless animals.
Calamity strode up, grabbed the whip, and flogged the driver until he couldn’t stand
up, at the same time piling on a stream of profanity such as he had never heard.91
This charitable, kind aspect of her character, whether real or imagined, forms the
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central conflict within Calamity Jane, one that has been examined, re-examined, and
continues to be a part of most portrayals of her in film and television.
Although Annie Oakley sometimes represents a sort of boundary between
the garden and the desert, a blending of civilization and savagery, there is no such
similar concept with Calamity Jane. She may have longed for a stable home and
domestic life, but her actions sabotaged any effort in that direction. When Calamity
attempted to bring the desert to the garden, failure quickly ensued. In 1901 she was
given the opportunity to build a home life for herself in New York while performing
at the Pan-American Exposition. Many were doubtful of her ability to settle in the
East. The Butte Miner thought it “doubtful if ‘Calamity Jane’ will take to this radical
change” and guessed (correctly) that she would be back in Montana before year’s
end.92 Martha was not able to control her drinking, spending the first full paycheck
on a drunk spree and soon left the Exposition for Pennsylvania and eventually back
to Montana.
The earliest, most significant film portrayal of Calamity Jane came in 1937
with Paramount’s The Plainsman, starring Gary Cooper as Wild Bill Hickok and Jean
Arthur as Calamity Jane. This film explores the romantic myth surrounding Jane and
Hickok, inventing a past history for them in Kansas shortly after the Civil War. She is
openly and aggressively chasing him, while he purports to be offended by her
masculine dress and manners (but secretly carries a picture of her in his watch
cover). The pre-WWII concept of women is held to in this film as Buffalo Bill Cody’s
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wife transforms Calamity into a beautiful woman by coaxing her out of her
buckskins and into a dress. Only now is she truly eligible for Hickok’s affections,
similar to the ideas of class/gender bias explored in James Fennimore Cooper’s
works of the late eighteenth century. His heroines were only eligible for the love and
affections of the hero after their disguise was discarded and they were revealed to
be a white woman, after all. When the Sioux take her captive, Hickok attempts to
rescue her, only to be taken captive himself and nearly roasted alive unless he gives
them the U.S. troop location. He refuses, but Calamity cannot bear to see him die and
discloses the information, leading to an ambush of the squad. Hickok finds it hard to
forgive her for this breach. This is the background to their meeting later in
Deadwood, when Hickok has apparently found it possible to forgive and forget and
hints of settling down with Calamity. Jack McCall interferes with these plans,
however, when he shoots Hickok in the back of the head because he believes that
the man who kills Wild Bill Hickok will become famous.93 Although it reads
differently to modern, twenty-first century audiences, to 1930s audiences this film
portrayed a woman ahead of her time who blazed a trail toward emancipation. This
Calamity wore trousers, smoked, and drank, but no mention was made of her forays
into prostitution and there is no hint of any lesbian leanings. In her own time,
Calamity may have been thought of as unsavory; in the 1930s she became modern.
The 1940s and 1950s version of Calamity Jane continued to be romanticized in
poetry, fiction and film, even though serious scholars and the remaining pioneers of
the Black Hills that knew her or knew of her contested these images. Several films
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of the 1940s portray her as the odd person out in a love triangle, sometimes
involving Hickok, but often not. In Badlands of Dakota (Universal, 1941) she is in
love with Bob Holliday, owner of the Bella Union Saloon in Deadwood, while in
Calamity Jane and Sam Bass (Universal, 1949) she is in love with the hero, Sam Bass.
In neither film does she get her man, since they both die of gunshots before the end
of the film. Even in a western spoof, The Paleface (Paramount, 1948), Jane ends up
marrying the unlikely hero by the end of the movie. Near the fiftieth anniversary of
her death, the most enduring of the Calamity Jane films appeared, Calamity Jane
(Warner, 1953), a musical starring Doris Day. A tomboyish Jane dresses in
buckskins, drives the stage, and brags constantly, but is sanitized of her drinking,
cursing, and whoring. Again, she is cleaned up and transformed by a dress, winning
the love of Wild Bill by the end of the film.94 By the mid-twentieth century, Calamity
Jane’s status as a western heroine was firm, even though the films featuring her had
about as much factual basis as the nineteenth century dime novels. At this point in
American history the country was much more interested in celebrating and
appreciating the heroic western past than they were in debunking it.
By the 1970s, the next time Calamity Jane is notably featured in film, the New
Western historian’s influence was definitely being felt and the crusade to deromanticize and de-glamorize Calamity Jane was launched. Kim Darby starred as
Jane in This is the West That Was (1974), who single-handedly creates the
reputations of Wild Bill, Buffalo Bill, and herself by her tall tales. The debunkers,
who often omitted these colorful characters from their more scholarly works, found
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it hard to compete against the popularizers, however. Historian Kent Ladd
Steckmesser proposed that it was because these historians left out the interesting
characters that the scholars had left a vacuum that was eagerly filled by the
popularizers.95
Unlike Annie Oakley, there has been no television series solely based on
Calamity Jane, although she has appeared in several, most recently as a recurring
character. In the 1960s she appeared in an episode of Bonanza, Colt .45, and Death
Valley Days, in each her portrayal was very similar to the earlier, romanticized
Calamity Jane of the 1940s and 1950s. Interest in the American West declined
dramatically in the 1970s and 1980s, probably due to the Vietnam War, the civil
rights movement, and a resurgence of the feminist movement. Film and television
glorifying the conquest of the West increasingly came under assault, as did the
heroes and heroines.96 The 1990s witnessed a resurgence of the genre, as well as
that of the Calamity Jane legend. The film Wild Bill (United Artists, 1995) portrays
Jane as attractive and close with Wild Bill, although the 1986 novel it was based on
had a much bleaker vision of her. In a similar vein, the 1995 television version of
Larry McMurtry’s Buffalo Girls has Calamity Jane and Wild Bill married with a
daughter. This version of Calamity Jane, although still highly romanticized, pictures
a heroine much more in line with the myth of the desert, as she is older and
symbolizes the vanishing West. She is portrayed as having an ambivalent sexual
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identity, as well. 97 In 1997 she was the subject of a short-lived animated series, The
Legend of Calamity Jane, which portrayed her as beautiful, yet a crusader for justice,
and had more than a few feminist overtones.98 The most recent portrayal of
Calamity Jane is in the HBO series Deadwood that aired for three seasons between
2004 and 2007, and features an extremely profane, no-holds barred Calamity Jane.
The desert myth is prominent here as she is always dressed in masculine attire, is
drunk most of the time, and has a romantic relationship with an ex-madam. This is
the most complex and nuanced portrayal of Calamity Jane to date, although the
character is never actually referred to as “Calamity Jane”, rather called Jane Canary.
Historical inaccuracies continue, as she is supposedly a former scout for General
Custer, but the writer does not shy away from her alcoholism and proclivity for
prostitution. The “prostitute myth” continues as she may seem abrasive and abrupt,
but this hides a soft heart, somewhat goofy sense of humor, and a moral center,
albeit of her own design. She displays an interesting fear of violence, as well,
something never before portrayed. She hints that it may trace back to her father,
although she never gives much information about her past.
After examining her past and the various ways she has been portrayed on
film, the question remains: why is she still remembered and lauded as a western
heroine? She never accomplished anything of true significance, either positive or
negative. She never robbed a bank, killed an Indian, or arrested any outlaws. Her

97

Richard W. Etulain and Glenda Riley, Wild Women of the Old West [Golden, Colorado:
Fulcrum Pub., 2003. Print] 192-193.

98

McLaird, Calamity Jane, 267.

- 69 -

real life was a rather bleak story of poverty, alcoholism, and an unstable, often
abusive, domestic life. Her story has remained, however, and her legend has
magnified. This story is one of the few to show the effects of a life of poverty; Annie
Oakley overcame poverty and became a superstar while Calamity Jane dealt with
poverty her entire life. Hers is also a story of violation of the dividing line between
the sexes, even more so than Oakley. The best western legends embodied
characteristics such as honesty, independence, self-reliance, charity, and physical
strength. The historical Martha Canary may well have lacked in several of these
areas, but the legendary Calamity Jane possessed them all. The best legendary
western heroes followed what Kent Steckmesser referred to as a common literary
and folkloric pattern that included genteel qualities, clever traits, prowess, and epic
significance.99 When the historic Martha Canary failed to supply these qualities, the
legendary Calamity Jane stepped in to oblige.
These two women, often mistaken for each other in popular culture, have
both come to embody various aspects of the myth of the West. Annie most often
represents the Garden of the World and the boundary between civilization and
savagery, while Calamity represents the Desert of the World, the wild, untamable
west beyond the Great American Frontier. Although recent scholarship on western
women tends to shy away from these legendary figures in favor of the more
common pioneer woman to tell part of the story of the west, these two women have
quite a bit to tell, particularly about perceptions of the West, both historic and
recent. So much of the policy and politics of the late eighteenth century through the
99
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nineteenth and mid-twentieth century was affected by how Americans viewed the
western portion of the United States. New Western historians may argue with
Turner’s Frontier Thesis, but Henry Nash Smith points out the importance of the
concept of the West through symbolism and myth, which continues to influence
twenty-first century America. Our love affair with the legendary West is far from
over, as witnessed most recently by the enormous popularity of True Grit (2010), a
remake of the classic John Wayne film. This film has been nominated for ten
academy awards, including Best Picture, Best Actor (Jeff Bridges), and Best
Supporting Actor (Hailee Steinfeld).100 Interestingly, this film portrays a strong
female character that also blurs the lines between what’s acceptable for men and
women. Although Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane can in no way represent the
entire mythic West, they nevertheless symbolize two very different, yet important
portions of the myth: the master symbols of the Garden and the Desert.
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Conclusion
“When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”
-from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962)

Whatever the personal inclination of the Western historian, the power of the
myth of the West cannot be denied or dismissed. This protected, mega-narrative is
deeply embedded in the national psyche and simply will not be dislodged, despite
the best efforts of many contemporary historians of the American West.101 The
imagined West has inspired dreams and visions that will just not go away. The
problem is that the vision has worked and continues to work at some level, creating
meaning for generations of Americans. It has even reached the World Wide Web, or
the “e-frontier”, which encompasses many of the dualities and tensions of the
American West as witnessed by the following examples of recent articles and books:
“War in Cyberspace: Battling it Out on the E-Commerce Frontier”; “The Cyberspace
Rush”; “Internet Pioneers”; The Virtual Community: Homesteading on the Electronic
Frontier; The Hacker Crackdown: Law and Disorder on the Electronic Frontier; or
Cyberpunk: Outlaws and Hackers on the Computer Frontier.102 The history of the
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West is partly that of perceptions103, and it is these perceptions and their
importance that this paper has examined.
The focus of this study has been the life and legend of two iconic women of
the Old West and how they fit into the larger, classic myth of the West. Annie Oakley
and Calamity Jane each embody and represent polar opposites of the Henry Nash
Smith version of the myth of the Garden and the Desert, giving us a new way to look
at the mythic West, through a lens of specific Western heroes. But what is next in
this type of study? Is there anything to be learned from continued study of Western
heroes within the new interpretations of Western history? While these heroes and
the stereotypes they may represent cannot be allowed to stand-in for history, it is
important to acknowledge the truth to be found through deeper study.104 The real
lives of these figures deserve to be heard. What can be further learned from the
study of Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane? Where do they fit in with a newer
Western history? Further study should delve into how these and other similar
western women challenge perceptions of the power structure in the West, looking
through the lens of gender to examine how they contested the accepted vision of
dependence/independence. Both women stepped out of the typical role of docile
female subservient to the males in their lives and found their way in to Western
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history. Power structure in the West offers many opportunities for further study,
especially as it intersects gender studies.
Another area for further study, of particular interest for teachers or future
teachers at any grade level (even university) is the question of what the study of
Western heroes can mean for history students. How can an understanding of myths
and heroes lead students to think historically?105 This high-interest topic presents a
unique opportunity for pre-and-post discussion and assessment because of the
presence of some kind of cultural prior knowledge, accurate or not, about the
imagined West.
The mythic West provides many opportunities for further scholarship,
particularly in the area of the future of Western heroes for a post-modern culture.
Images of these heroes are not going away, especially in the arena of the Western
film genre. While writing this conclusion, with the television on in the background,
there were movie trailers for two new Western films to be released in the summer
of 2011 and a Budweiser commercial utilizing an Old West theme. The Old West is
here to stay.
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